Water Problems Everywhere
Running throughout many of the environmental problems faced by Latin America is a common denominator: the lack of clean water for drinking. Wastewater treatment plants and sewers are often not working or nonexistent.
For example, only a small percentage of metropolitan Buenos Aires is served by a sewage system. So the rest of the sewage goes into cesspools that may not be properly constructed. Says Stillwaggon, "The sewage system itself hasn't been working for a number of years, and so what goes into the sewers leaks out in to the streets because of breaks in Water into waste. In Port-au-Prince, Haiti, the water supply has become a garbage dump. the mains, or it's dumped directly into the River Plate because the treatment plants are broken."
Mexico City offers another example. "Ninety-five percent of the industrial and domestic sewage is untreated. It flows through the city in an open canal," says Diane Perry of the University of California at Los Angeles. Perry, a research biologist D who directs international programs at UCLA's Center of -Occupational and Environ-°m ental Health, says it appears cn that some of the industrial compounds from this sewage are seeping into the aquifer that provides drinking water for the city's 20 million-plus inhabitants. "No one knows for sure, she says, "but there's a suspicion there could be contamina--In many tion." Such conditions provide :ountries, all fertile ground for disease, 3 health are according to Raymond Reid, regional advisor for water supply at the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO). "Cholera was reintroduced into Latin America in 1991. This was not expected, but it's one of the consequences of inadequate disposal of sewage," he says.
Diseases like yellow fever and dengue, which are resurgent in Latin America, also result from inadequate treatment of sewage, which provides the breeding ground for the Aedes aegypti mosquito, the carrier of these viral diseases. "It's such an adaptable mosquito-living in water containers in and around human habitations-that it's come back as a very serious problem," says Thomas Yuill, an infectious disease specialist at the University ofWisconsin in Madison Malaria is also coming back. "There are one million new cases of malaria in this region every year," says Horst Otterstetter, director of the Division of Health and Environment at PAHO. "A considerable amount of these problems stems from poor environmental conditions: poor sanitation, poor drainage, poor waste collection, all this serving as a breeding ground for these mosquitoes. The accumulation of water in all these poorly planned and poorly maintained urban areas is one of the reasons why these diseases are coming back to these cities."
According to PAHO, less than 10% of the municipalities in Latin America treat sewage adequately before emptying it into natural watercourses. Ninety percent of the water is dumped into the rivers without any treatment, and these rivers function as water sources for cities downstream. The loss of quality is a constant factor throughout Latin America and "since the investments over the last 10 years were very small," says Otterstetter, "over the last 10 years this situa- population is growing at a 3.18% rate; Nicaragua's at 3.36%, the highest in Central and South America. Guatemala's growth rate is 2.88%, the second highest of any South American country.
The growth rates in Central America are high because of a combination of factors. "They started at a higher rate [than South American countries] because of very early marriage," said Stycos. "Most countries have large indigenous populations and that seems to have made progress more difficult because of ethnic differences and lower educational levels." Typically, higher education levels are linked to lower population growth rates. Chile and Argentina, with their higher overall education levels and heavy European influence, have strikingly low population growth rates compared to the rest of the region. Costa Rica's growth rate is also quite low because of a strong family planning program, says Stycos.
Typical family size has shrunk from six to four, but the problem now, says Stycos, is to get family size to drop from an average of four children to two. "But the effort it's going to take from going from four children to two is much greater than it was to go from six to four. Going from six to four was a question of providing sufficient means, the technology to let women realize the number of children they wanted. But they want around three or four. You've got to change people's minds, and that's a difficult proposition," says Stycos.
In Mexico, one nongovernmental organization working to provide family planning information to hard-to-reach rural areas is FEMAP, a Spanish acronym for Mexican Federation of Private Health and Community Development Associations. It has 44 centers throughout the country. "We provide information on family planning, and we have an education program all over Mexico. We have over 323,000 couples using modern contraceptive methods," says executive director Enrique Suarez. That compares with 3,000,000 couples who are getting contraceptive help from the Mexican government. Suarez adds that FEMAP is reaching over 4,000,000 people a year with information.
Not Enough Nourishment
Malnutrition is another specter haunting much of Latin America. Between one in four and one in five children suffer from chronic malnutrition, according Aaron Lechtig, UNICEF senior regional advisor for health and nutrition in Latin America. He says that figure compares favorably to other regions such as South Asia, where two thirds of the children are malnourished, and Africa, where the figure is 49%.
Though he says the chronic malnutrition rate in Latin America is the lowest in the developing world, Lechtig acknowledges there are wide variations. In Guatemala the rate is 68%, while in Costa Rica it is 8%, and in Chile it is 10%. "Chronic malnutrition has long-term impacts on the productivity on the individual and family level. [It hurts] mental development and this is reflected later in [lowered] per capita income," says Lechtig.
And malnutrition also has more immediate effects, Habicht has found. Although malnutrition doesn't increase the incidence of disease, the effects of diseases that do strike are more severe. Malnourished individuals are much more likely to die when they are sick. "There's a synergism between malnutrition and infection," Habicht says.
In Argentina, doctors at some modern Environmental Health Perspectives ;1 E|If children's hospitals have said that 35% of the children they treat are malnourished, according to Stillwaggon. When released from the hospital, she writes, the children "go home to the same inadequate food, contaminated water, crowded unsanitary conditions . . . that sent them to the hospital." What should be done, Lechtig says, is a broad approach not only to make sure people have access to good health care and clean water, but also "helping people to develop their own capacity to analyze their problems and come out with decisions. A very important implication is that those who suffer the problem are also actors in the solution, not just passive recipients of [aid] . This is not a short process, but in the end it will be a sustainable one."
Clearing the Air
Urban air pollution is another source of serious environmental health problems in many Latin American cities. The region is the most urbanized in the developing world, with over 340 million people living in cities.
Isabelle Romieu of PAHO notes that a number of factors contribute to the problem. Writing in the September 1991 Journal of Air and Waste Management, she and her colleagues point to rapid industrialization in Latin American cities, "which was not always well-planned in terms of the protection of the environment." The debt crisis of the 1970s and 1980s also compounded the problem, leaving attempts to control pollution to compete with other priorities.
Accompanying the growth of industry has been a boom in the number of cars, trucks, and buses in cities. For example, according to Romieu, between 1975 ,, what the direct effects of air polz lutants are on human health, but to discover how they may also magnify the health problems caused by malnutrition. 3L, 15 Li SS | 35Si the lack of implementation," says Maritza Tennassee, the regional advisor on worker health at PAHO. Consequently, Latin American workers suffer between five and eight times more occupational accidents and illnesses than their counterparts in developed countries. Tennassee also blames a lack of knowledge and a lack of political power for the failure to better protect workers. She says that relatively few workers belong to labor unions, which usually work to protect employee health. Furthermore, unions in Latin
